Speak Out: Teaching Domestic Violence in Your Literature Classroom  by Ramakrishnan, Michelle Shalini
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  118 ( 2014 )  296 – 301 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.02.040 
ScienceDirect
SoLLs.INTEC.13: International Conference on Knowledge-Innovation-Excellence: Synergy in Language 
Research and Practice 
Speak out: Teaching Domestic Violence in Your Literature 
Classroom 
Michelle Shalini Ramakrishnana* 
aSchool of Language Studies and Linguistics, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities,  
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 43600, Bangi, Selangor, Malaysia 
 
Abstract 
Every day, women around the world are devastated by violence within the four walls of their homes. This violence may be 
experienced by a relative, a friend, a co-worker or even a student. The question that needs to be asked and answered here is 
what we as teachers/ educators (are doing or) can do to help increase awareness on the impacts of physical, verbal, sexual and 
emotional abuse.  This paper will provide and discuss conceptual framework(s) that can be used using books you are already 
teaching in your literature classrooms.  Domestic violence is a fairly sensitive issue and can be a challenging topic to teach. 
As such, the paper will explore strategies of teaching in the classroom and more specifically challenges that may emerge in 
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1. Introduction  
Every day, women around the world are devastated by violence within the four walls of their homes. This 
violence may be experienced by a relative, a friend, a co-worker or even a student. The question that needs to be 
asked and answered here is what we as teachers/ educators (are doing or) can do to help increase awareness on the 
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impacts of physical, verbal, sexual and emotional abuse. This paper explores the ways in which domestic violence 
may be taught in the classroom to create awareness among students. As teachers, it is important not only to plan 
the lesson but also keep in mind how to teach the lesson effectively. Domestic violence is a fairly sensitive issue 
and can be a challenging topic to teach. This paper seeks to discuss frameworks that can be used in literary 
analysis when teaching domestic violence in the classroom. Then, the paper will discuss activities that can be 
carried out in the classroom to teach about domestic violence. The paper will conclude by discussing the 
importance of teaching domestic violence in the classroom. Firstly, as teachers, it is important to understand the 
concept of domestic violence.   
 
1.1. What is domestic violence? 
Domestic violence has many names: violence against women, sexual violence, intimate violence, partner 
abuse and many more. Despites these various names, the terms mentioned above share the same meaning which 
is assault or abuse against women by someone known to her. Domestic violence, as the term itself suggests, is the 
assault against women behind closed doors. Many consider domestic violence as a private affair. Nevertheless, it 
is and always will be a public concern as it traumatizes the women involved, entails medical leave and involves 
medical claims.  
1.2. Types of abuse  
Domestic violence can be typically seen in the form of physical abuse, emotional abuse and sexual abuse. 
Physical abuse involves various methods used by the batterer to inflict physical pain on his victim. Physical 
DEXVH FDQ LQFOXGH VLPSOH JHVWXUHV VXFK DV µSLQFKHV DQG VTXHH]HV LQ D SDLQIXOZD\ SXVKHV DQG VKRYHV MHUNs, 
SXOOVRUVKDNHVKLWVSXQFKHVRUNLFNV¶0F&XH6RPHRIWKHGHVFULSWLRQDERYHPD\EHWDNHQOLJKWO\E\
the victim but they nevertheless may contribute to serious aggression in the future. The effects of physical abuse 
are obvious as it sometimes OHDYHVVFDUVRQWKHYLFWLP¶VERG\ 
Emotional abuse, on the other hand, does not involve inflicting direct pain to the victim and thus can be easily 
overlooked.  Emotional abuse may be as severe as physical abuse as it confuses the victim. When abused 
emotionally, victim may be influenced into thinking that she was not assaulted as actual beating never took place. 
However, emotional abuse can be devastating to the victim as in actual fact she is suffering silently feeling 
manipulated and controlled. Emotional abuse include µmaking hostile jokes about the habits and faults of women 
LQ JHQHUDO GLUHFWLQJ LQVXOWV DW WKH YLFWLP LJQRULQJ YLFWLP¶V IHHOLQJV \HOOLQJ DW WKH YLFWLP FDOOLQJ WKH YLFWLP
LQVXOWLQJWHUPVOLNH³FUD]\´RU³ELWFK´UHSHDWHGO\KXPLOLDWLQJWhe victim in front of family members and others, 
EODPLQJWKHYLFWLPIRUDOORIWKHDEXVHU¶VWURXEOHVDQGIDLOXUHWKUHDWHQLQJWRDEXVHWKHFKLOGUHQRUJHWFXVWRG\RI
WKHPDQG WKUHDWHQLQJSK\VLFDOYLROHQFH¶ 0F&XH8QOLNHSK\VLFDOYLROHQFH µWKHZRXQds of emotionally 
DEXVLYHUHODWLRQVKLSVDUHQRWUHSDLUHGDQGWKHLUGDPDJHDFFXPXODWHVRYHUWLPH¶ (Thompson & Walker, 1989). 
6H[XDODEXVHLVWKHDEXVHRQZRPHQWKDWLQYROYHVDFWLYLWLHVSHUWDLQLQJVH[6H[XDODEXVHLQFOXGHµORRNLQJDW
women as sex objects, FULWLFL]LQJ WKH YLFWLP LQ VH[XDO WHUPV DQG WRXFKLQJ WKH YLFWLP LQ XQFRPIRUWDEOHZD\V¶
(McCue, 2008).   
2. Framework for reading texts from a domestic violence perspective 
Domestic violence deals mainly with oppression, silencing of women and gender roles. As such, feminist 
theory can provide the basis to understanding and reading domestic violence as it explores the notions of 
femaleness and maleness. Feminist interpretations can prompt students to consider the literary representations of 
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women and link it to their own lives and environment. Using the feminist theory to read literary texts will allow 
students a better understanding of women¶V suffering and domestic violence.  
2.1. Feminist Theory 
)HPLQLVWFULWLFLVPµH[DPLQHVWKHZD\LQZKLFKOLWHUDWXUHUHLQIRUFHRU undermine the economic, political, social 
DQG SV\FKRORJLFDO RSSUHVVLRQ RI ZRPHQ¶ 7\VRQ  $V VXFK XVLQJ WKLV IUDPHZRUN ZLOO QRW RQO\ KHOS
VWXGHQWVH[SORUHWKHSK\VLFDODEXVHRIZRPHQEXWDOVRKHOSWKHPHYDOXDWHDZRPDQ¶VHQYLURQPHQWDQGways this 
may contribute to domestic violence.  
µ)HPLQLVP KDV RIWHQ IRFXVHG XSRQ ZKDW LV DEVHQW WKDQ UDWKHU ZKDW LV SUHVHQW UHIOHFWLQJ FRQFHUQ ZLWK WKH
VLOHQFLQJDQGPDUJLQDOL]DWLRQRIZRPHQ LQDSDWULDUFKDOFXOWXUHDFXOWXUHRUJDQL]HG LQ IDYRURIPHQ¶ *XHULQ
Labor, Morgan & John, 2005). This short definition captures the reality of women in present day. The silencing 
and marginalizing of women is indeed a huge concern and this can be widely explored when reading a literary 
text. Some of the issues teachers and students can explore in the classroom on silencing of women characters are: 
x Comparing dialogue exchange (control of language) between male characters and female characters 
x Comparing levels of education between the male characters and female characters 
x Comparing social status of male characters and women characters 
By comparing male and female characters as well as their environment, students may easily come up with the 
conclusion of the silenced female and voiced male characters.  
   Another key aspect of feminist theory is traditional gender roles. Gender roles define how a man and woman 
should behave. *HQGHUUROHVµFDVWPHQDVUDWLRQDOVWURQJGHFLVLYHDQGSURWHFWLYH¶DQGZRPHQ¶VUROHVDUHFDVW
VKDUSO\LQFRQWUDVWDVµHPRWLRQDOZHDNQXUWXULQJDQGVXEPLVVLYH¶7\VRQ)URPKHUHVWXGHQWVFDQDOVR
understand how these gender roles encourage domestic violence. Women and men were not born in these roles 
but rather they were brought up in environments that expose them to these roles. Being a strong man encourages 
or even allows a man to be violent and oppressive whereas the weak woman as oppressed and assaulted.  
   One other aspect of feminist theory I believe is very important and should be taught to students is resistance. 
5HVLVWDQFHµLVPRVWUHDGLO\WKRXJKWWRUHIHUWRVRFLDOPRYHPHQWVRUHYHQEURDGHUFDWHJRULHVRISURWHVWV¶-DVSHU
1997 in Hollander and Einwohner, 2004). When discussing about domestic violence, resistance can then refer to 
the act of responding to the assault overtly or covertly. By discussing the concept of resistance, students will be 
aware of the ways one can prevent or even end the violence.  
 
2.2. The analysis 
In the demonstration of domestic violence analysis, I will employ two texts: ³Polishing´ and ³The Many 
Chains Around Me´. ³Polishing´ by Charlene Rajendran (published in Nineteen: A Collection of Stories by 
Women) is a short play that opens and ends in the kitchen. Two women, Savithri and Rekha, are preparing for a 
party while exchanging dialogues about male hegemony. Rekha, while polishing the brass, detests male 
GRPLQDQFHDQGH[SUHVVHVKHUIHHOLQJVDERXWKHUDXQWLH¶VKDUGZRUNLQSUHSDULQJIRUWKHSDUW\6DYLWKULWKHDXQWLH
explains that it is completely acceptable. The two debate until the readers are revealed to the real secret, that is, 
both characters have been abused.  
³The Many Chains Around Me´ by K.R Pramila (published in Young Women Speak Out) talks about the 
conflict between individual aspirations and societal expectations.  The character of the story has many factors that 
FRQWUROKHUIURPEHLQJZKRVKHUHDOO\LV6KHVXIIHUVWRDFKLHYHKHUDVSLUDWLRQGXHWRVRFLHW\¶VH[SHFWDWLRQ  
At the beginning of the play ³Polishing´, gender roles are already highlighted by the playwright. As the play 
opens, we see Rekha dressed for an evening function but with an apron on top. She is seen polishing an Indian 
brass oil lamp. Here, we can see that although Rekha is dressed for a function, she is expected to play the role of 
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a female, that is, to tend to the house chores. Likewise, Savithri is seen dressed in silk saree with her hair neatly 
tied in a bun. She is also wearing an apron and making flower arrangements. Both female characters are dressed 
in grandeur but the grandness in their clothing is covered with an apron. The apron here symbolizes their gender 
roles (the nurturing female) that nevertheless come first.  
As the play continues, we see Rekha asking Savithri why she agrees to these parties as she gets tired each 
time. Savithri explains that her husband likes having his people over and they have a good time when they come. 
Her reply here clearly shows her acceptance of her gender roles unlike the outspoken Rekha.  Savithri accepts her 
UROHDQGPDNHVVXUHVKHWHQGVWRWKHQHFHVVLWLHVRIKHUKXVEDQG¶VSDUW\DQGKLVSHRSOH 
Besides that, Savithri is also portrayed as a weak character. This can be seen when Rekha points out the 
EHKDYLRURIKHUXQFOHDQGKLVIULHQGVDQG6DYLWKULVXSSRUWVWKHLUEHKDYLRUE\VD\LQJWKDWWKH\¶UHMXVWKDYLQJDELW
RIIXQDQGWKDWFDQ¶WEHKDUPIXO,WLVthen evident here that Savithri plays the role of the passive female character 
who accepts her gender role of a nurturing and weak female.  
The second literary text also highlights this issue. As the title suggests, the story illustrates the many chains or 
rather roles that confine the character. One important chain the character talks about is the chain of expectations. 
As a woman, she was deprived from doing things and making her own decisions as she had certain roles that she 
needed to succumb to. Her roles as mentioned in the text are the roles of a mother, wife, daughter-in-law, and 
woman. Her individual aspirations are VXSSUHVVHG GXH WR VRFLHW\¶V H[SHFWDWLRQV DQG WKH PDQ\ UROHV she is 
expected to play.  
Therefore, it is evident that both literary texts highlight violence against women. The discussion on gender 
roles suggests more subtle oppression against women. Here, however, I will discuss the analysis of physical 
abuse as seen in Polishing. In Polishing, the audiences learn that Rekha has been physically abuse by her bother. 
Her brother roams at night throwing things and boiling water at her. This clearly portrays violent acts as 
discussed earlier in the paper. Savithri is also oppressed physically as there bruises on her legs.   
When analyzing texts for evidence of domestic violence, it is also important to trace resistance as portrayed in 
the literary texts. In Polishing, for example, the two characters are first thought to be accepting their roles and 
violence. However, towards the end of the play, audiences know that both characters are aware of the injustice 
done to them. Savithri says that they need to do something ZKHQVKHFDWFKHVDJOLPSVHRI5HNKD¶VZRXQG7KLV
shows that she has the agency to respond to the violence. Savithri volunteers to be 5HNKD¶VZLWQHVVDQGIXUWKHU
suggests that they should sought help from her sister. The play ends wonderfully as Rekha and Savithri both 
remove their apron. This marks the end of their oppression in one way as it symbolically shows that they reject 
their roles as the weak and nurturing female.  
To facilitate an easier understanding of the literary texts, students can draw diagrams or charts by exploring 
the characters (both male and female), their roles, their environment and resistance, if any. This way, the 
reactions to the environments and violence can be seen more clearly and comparison can be made easily.  
 
3. Classroom activities 
When students have gone through and discussed their analysis and findings in class, it is imperative that some 
activities take place not only to assess their understanding but also to enhance the discussion. It is important to 
note that the activities suggested below can be adapted according to the topic that was discussed in class.    
3.1. Poster presentation 
A very interesting activity that I personally enjoyed as a student is poster presentation. In this activity, students 
use pictures to highlight key concerns of their analysis. For example, students can create a poster that illustrates 
gender roles as portrayed by the two literary texts discussed above. This can be a fun activity as pictures speak a 
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thousand words. Besides that, students also explore how colors can contribute or highlight certain issue. Dark 
colors can be used to portray violence and lighter colors to symbolize resistance and freedom. Alternatively, 
students can also create pamphlets describing domestic violence as seen in the texts. Students may use Microsoft 
PowerPoint to design their poster. Students can also include excerpts from the text that they think is important 
and explain it significance to the class. 
3.2. Short acting/ improvisation 
Next, students can have a short acting session based on the play or short story or do an improvisation. 
Improvisation will allow students to rewrite the dialogues and here they will be able to express themselves more 
freely as opposed to scripted dialogues. The teacher may also prompt students to change events of stories they do 
not like and at the end of the activity discuss why they changed it. This will allow students to express their true 
feelings about the texts and more importantly the issue at hand, that is, domestic violence.  
3.3. Group discussions 
In addition, students (in groups) can select a voiceless female character from the story. Get the students to 
discuss the reasons for her silence. Next ask students to compare the chosen female character from the text to 
another female character. For example, students can compare Rekha and Savithri. When students discuss the 
reasons for Savithri¶V voiceless (in the initial stages of the play), they may then explore reasons women are 
oppressed or even stay in an abusive relationship.  
3.4. Using the media 
This is another interesting activity where students can compare characters they have read about in literary texts 
with characters they watch on TV. Desperate Housewives is a good example, as it highlights the notion of gender 
roles. The character Lynette, for example, had to give up her job and aspirations to care for her family. A similar 
character as discussed earlier can be seen in the text The Many Chains Around Me. Likewise, students can pick a 
character, not necessarily weak but even an empowered character from their favorite TV show or movie and 
compare it with a weak/ empowered female character from the texts that they have read and discussed.  
Alternatively, students can also cut out newspaper or magazine articles which focus on domestic violence 
issue. For a more advanced activity, student can use the stylistic approach to compare the conventions of literary 
writings.  
3.5. Letter writing 
Students can write a letter to the batterer on behalf of the victim. In their letter, they can display their concerns 
towards the victim and by voicing out on behalf of the victim, students in a way are actually empowering 
themselves in speaking out and expressing their disapprovals to violence against women. In this activity, students 
are given the opportunity to express themselves and their viewpoints on domestic violence. Besides that, students 
may get a sense of empowerment by writing a letter and standing up for the characters in the text. This may build 
their confidence and prepare them to stand up to against violence on them, their friends or relatives.    
3.6. Forum discussion 
Forum discussion is a fairly important activity as it can contribute richly to the analysis. Students can pick a 
character and discuss her characterization in detail. This activity, in my view, is essential and should be 
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conducted at the end of every literary discussion/ analysis. With even a brief forum discussion, students can take 
turns exchanging essential details about the characters in the texts. By discussing details of characterization, 
students will have a better understanding of the character, his or her environment and challenges faced by the 
character. 
3.7. Campaigns 
This is of course a more ambitious and time consuming activity. Students may (as a class) conduct a campaign 
to promote awareness of domestic violence. Students can have mini talks or distribute flyers containing 
information about domestic violence to students of other faculties or classes.  Alternatively, this can also be a 
follow up activity for the Poster Presentation or Using the Media. Once students have completed the above-
mentioned activity, the teacher can display their works on the notice board of the faculty. This will not only give 
students credit for their creative work but also create awareness among other students of the faculty.  
4. Conclusion 
The paper has shown essential concepts that can be used in class when teaching about domestic violence. 
Three major forms of violence were also discussed in the paper, that is, physical abuse, emotional abuse and 
sexual abuse. The paper then demonstrated briefly how these concepts can be used while analyzing a literary text.  
The paper also suggested some activities that can be conducted in class after their discussions/ findings from text. 
As a teacher, it is important to educate and create awareness among our students on domestic violence as it is a 
worrying issue and many victims out there suffer silently. Our job as teachers goes beyond completing the 
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